ai6      ST. AUGUSTINE AND HIS AGE
to   have had  serious   trouble   in  controlling his appetite.
The Eastern custom of reading the Scripture or some religious work during meals was introduced by Augustine.    But he hit upon a happy device for the control of unkind impulses on the days when conversation was allowed.    He had a couplet   painted  or carved   on   the  table,  which reminded- the  diners  continually that   'whoever loves  to  carp at  the  lives  of  the  absent   must know that this table is no place for him.'     One's character   was   safe    in   Augustine's    presence ; unless, indeed, one had  the misfortune  to be a Manichee or a Donatist.     The couplet was not a mere ornament, as such things are apt to become. Possidius  tells  how  some  brother  bishops  were dining with him on one occasion, and the conversation  gradually  wandered  on   to the  forbidden ground.    Augustine rose at once.     * Either let us remove those words from the table/ he said, 'or let   me   retire.'      He   was   equally   rigid   in   his relations   with   the   more   dangerous   sex.      He visited no women except widows and orphans who were in trouble.    No woman, not even his sister or his nieces, ever lived under his roof;   and it was   with   difficulty,   and   only   in   the   presence